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the wind, billowing sails spread out above your head. 
The smell of salt is blended with the stench of unwashed 
bodies. You are standing on the starboard side, gripping 
the railing tightly with both hands. Your stomach feels 
rather unruly, one moment it seems to rise up into your 
throat, the next moment it lands with a sigh on your 
knees. Time and time again and relentlessly it is forced 
to follow the movements of the ship. Linnaeus’s farewell 
rings in your ears: “I avoid long voyages. Now you are 
on your own. You’ll manage well.” In other words, you 
are standing alone this time, without your travelling 
companion. But you have the goal in front of you – to 
follow one of Linnaeus’s disciples on an adventure far 
from home in Sweden. 

It is 1775. The world is huge and unknown, entic-
ing, full of possibilities and new trading contacts – but 
also tainted with despicable slave-trading and misery. 
The three-decker Stavenisse which you are aboard is ap-
proaching the Japanese port of Nagasaki. The crew are 
relieved at having survived the dangerous voyage. Its 
sister ship, the Bleijenburg, was badly damaged in one 
of the storms but just managed to get to Macao on the 
south coast of China. Voyages in the 18th century are 
dangerous in many ways. Apart from storms that tear 
at the ships, many people on board fall ill from under-
nourishment or serious infections that spread like wild-
fire among the crew. It is not unusual for a third of the 
crew to die on long voyages.

On board the Stavenisse is the 32-year-old Linnaean 

They Risked their Lives 
in Distant Lands
Linnaeus’s Apostles

A
The East India clipper Götheborg
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disciple Carl Peter Thunberg, one of the master’s foremost 
students; a clever and ambitious botanist with a doctor’s 
certificate, the last of a series of disciples. Thunberg has 
accepted a post as ship’s surgeon with the Dutch East 
India Company in order to have the unique chance of 
visiting Japan. You can see him standing on the foredeck, 
peering curiously at the coastline. He is rather short but 
seems wiry and strong. He is considered friendly, ener-
getic and resolute, qualities that he will have great use 
of during his visit to Japan. The task of collecting and 
examining plants in the Japanese flora will, in fact, prove 
to be an unexpected challenge for him. 

By now Thunberg is an experienced explorer who 
has already been away from Sweden for five years. The 
first voyage was to the Dutch colony of the Cape at the 
southernmost tip of Africa. During his stay there he 
carried out several adventurous expeditions to collect 
plants and animals in the search for knowledge of the 
unknown continent. He packed his finds carefully and 
sent them back to Sweden on a northbound East India 
ship. He spent three years in southern Africa, not only 
to investigate Nature in Africa but also to learn Dutch, 
an absolute necessity if he was to pretend to be a Dutch-
man when he visited Japan, because the Japanese only 
let Dutchmen and Chinese into their country.

The Stavenisse has now dropped anchor in the roads 
at the entrance to the port of Nagasaki. The crew of 110 
men and the 34 slaves are carefully checked by Japanese 
guards and inspectors who have boarded the ship. Their 
ages are noted down. The Japanese authorities want to-
tal control, so that no foreigner can land without per-
mission. They also want to prevent smuggling, which 
is a lucrative business for anyone who dares to take the 
risk. Thunberg clears the check all right; no one finds 
out that he is not a Dutchman but a Swede. As for you, 
you observe it all with a smile, quite certain that your 
presence can never be revealed. 

The Stavenisse will remain in the roads for a couple 

of months while the Dutch and the Japanese do busi-
ness. Then she will leave Nagasaki to return to Europe 
with a full cargo of desirable goods from Japan. The only 
people to stay are those who have relieved the old trade 
delegation; one of them is Thunberg. Together with 
13 Dutchmen, a few black slaves and some Japanese 
servants he has settled down on the island of Deshima, 
which will be his home for just over a year. This small 
island is the trading station of the Dutch East India 
Company and lies in Nagasaki harbour, connected to 
the town only by a well-guarded bridge. Foreigners are 
not let any closer into Japan than this.

You shadow Thunberg one morning as he walks 
around his new home. Deshima is a partly artificial is-
land, bow-shaped, about 250 metes long and 100 metres 
wide. There are only two streets on the island, one along 
it and the other across it. Thunberg strolls along the main 
street, observing with interest the dwelling houses, which 
are built of clay and timber, with a tiled roof. The build-
ings comprise warehouses and shops owned by Japanese 
businessmen. The whole island is enclosed by a wooden 
fence with only two gates, one leading to the bridge and 
the other to the sea. The gate on the waterside is used for 
loading and unloading goods from the ships in the roads. 
There are also several guardhouses on the island. When 
the ships are in the roads and business is at its height 
on the island, the Japanese guards are at full strength, 
but during the rest of the year there are fewer guards, 
although the surveillance is still very strict.

People from the Dutch trade delegation are allowed 
into Nagasaki via the bridge only if they have special 
permission. Thunberg realises that his chances of col-
lecting plants are very limited. As soon as he has found 
his feet on the island, he starts to get to know the in-
terpreters and other Japanese officials so as to gain their 
confidence. As the delegation’s doctor he automatically 
has a certain status, but he also chooses to share his 
medical knowledge and medicines with the Japanese 

“He who wants to gain something great must also venture high… This 
journey is not as dangerous as people in Sweden think. The greatest 

dangers are off the Norwegian coast; the others usually sail with suitable 
winds, from Sweden to China. Less dangerous from Holland.”

From Linnaeus’s correspondence with Thunberg
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Carl Peter Thunberg’s microscope. For the case 
and other equipment, see the facing page.

contacts and their relatives and friends.
He asks these people to take plants from round Na-

gasaki to the isolated existence on Deshima so that he 
can start to investigate the vegetation. When he discov-
ers several valuable medicinal plants in the Japanese 
flora, his popularity increases further. After spending six 
months on Deshima, he is given a temporary pass to 
study plants in Nagasaki and its surroundings for a few 
weeks. He is allowed to leave the island once or twice a 
week to collect plants. 

Shortly afterwards, Thunberg gets his great opportu-
nity to see more of Japan. He is invited to accompany 
Japanese officials on their annual journey to the court 
of the shogun at Edo, today’s Tokyo. The company con-
sists of some 200 persons, only three of whom are Eu-
ropeans. The rest of the group are Japanese officials, in-
terpreters servants and bearers. The most high-ranking 
persons, including the three Europeans, are carried in 
comfort in palanquins. The others travel on horseback 
or on foot, according to their rank. The three foreigners 
are the head of the Dutch trading station and his assist-
ant, and Thunberg.

Fascinated, you follow the journey at a short distance, 
noting with amazement the enormous amount of bag-
gage that is carried. Of course, some of it can be sent by 

sea, but a good deal has to be transported 
by human muscle alone. Carriages are 
impossible, because of the mountainous 
countryside. The Europeans’ baggage in-
cludes everything from bedclothes, food, 
travelling tables, chairs, tablecloths and 
silver cutlery to gifts for the shogun, his 
councillors and other highly placed per-
sons. The Japanese officials and inter-
preters have also taken a large number 
of gifts and goods with them.

On the journey, Thunberg is im-
pressed by Japanese society and not least 
by the well-kept roads. He notes in his 
diary that the roads are kept clean by 
gathering up the horse droppings and 
that dust is avoided by sprinkling the 
roads with water when they are dry. He 
also praises the Japanese for their sense 
of order. Despite the heavy traffic along 
the roads to and from Edo, Thunberg feels 

that there is more chaos on the roads in Europe than in 
Japan. Those travelling to Edo keep to the left and those 
travelling from Edo keep to the right, in other words, 
left-hand traffic.

The scientific value of the journey to Edo is enor-
mous for Thunberg. On the journey he takes the op-
portunity to make small excursions from the palanquin 
to collect plants along the road. Once in Edo, he also 
has the opportunity to meet several Japanese scientists, 
five of whom are doctors and two astronomers. His con-
versation with the astronomers goes a little awkwardly, 
partly because Thunberg does not know so much about 
this subject but also because of the Japanese interpret-
ers’ poor vocabulary. The discussions with the Japanese 
doctors are all the more rewarding. The interpreters are 
better acquainted with Western medicine and can trans-
late the conversation more easily. In addition, two of the 
Japanese doctors can speak Dutch.

These two doctors are very inquisitive and take the 
opportunity to visit Thunberg every day during his stay 
in Edo. Thunberg teaches them Western medicine and 
in return gets help with collecting plants and informa-
tion about Japanese plants. Thunberg and the doctors 
often sit up talking till late at night. For several years 
after his return to Sweden, Thunberg keeps up a cor-
respondence with the two doctors as well as some of the 
interpreters. He sends them gifts in the form of scien-
tific books, and in return gets packets containing, for 
example, seeds from the Japanese flora. 

Almost four months after leaving Nagasaki for Edo, 
Thunberg and his companions return to Deshima. Thun-
berg is now fully occupied with the collections he has 
made on the journey to and from Edo, not only plants 
but also other objects. At the same time he continues to 
investigate the flora round Nagasaki. You yourself reflect 
on the exciting time this disciple of Linnaeus is having 
abroad. Thunberg’s visit to Japan has resulted in much 
important botanical information that is still of value 
even in your own 21st century. Thunberg introduced 
Linnaeus’s binomial system into the Japanese flora, both 
for the plants he had observed himself for the first time 
and for the plants that were already known.

In other words, many of the species names of Japa-
nese plants in use today were constructed by Thunberg. 
All in all, he described more than 800 plants in his book 
Flora Japonica, which is about one fifth of all the plant 
species in Japan. “It is not surprising that, even in mod-
ern times, Thunberg is a respected name in Japan,” you 
think to yourself. In South Africa, too, his good repu-
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tation lives on for the extensive survey of the flora he 
made there before he went to Japan.

In November 1776, when Thunberg left Japan and 
Deshima to start his voyage home to Sweden, he had a 
long journey in front of him. Tiring months at sea, six-
month stays on both Java and Ceylon and a short break 
at the Cape. When he finally 
reached Holland in autumn 
1778, almost two years had 
passed since he left Japan, but 
it was another six months be-
fore he trod Swedish soil. First 
he had to visit colleagues and 
friends in Holland, England 
and Germany. In March 
1779, he finally came 
home to Sweden after 
being away for nine 
years on his travels. 
Unlike many of the 
earlier Linnaeus dis-
ciples, he survived 
his foreign adven-
tures. But for the rest of his life he did not like to leave 
Uppsala, not even to visit Stockholm. 

You lean slowly back in a comfortable chair in your 
living room. Take a few deep breaths. The journey is over. 
Or is it? You ponder on the passing of time, the paths of 
life, people’s fates, the never-ending cycle of birth and 
death. When Thunberg began his long stay abroad, Lin-
naeus was still an active and inquisitive scientist, older of 
course, but still eager to get reports from his disciples out 
in the world. But when Thunberg returned to Sweden, 
Linnaeus had already been dead for two years. 

Thunberg continued to work in the spirit of Linnaeus. 

For more than 40 years he was a professor at Uppsala 
University, the same post that Linnaeus held during his 
lifetime. He worked intensively, writing a great many sci-
entific papers and books as well. His extensive work on 
Japanese flora was first published in 1784 but was not 
available to Japanese scientists until 1828 when a German 

botanist took the book with 
him on a visit to the still iso-
lated Japanese empire.

Thunberg’s flora reached 
Japan when the author was 
coming to the end of his 
own journey through life. 
He died at the age of 85. 
“Knowledge is created by 

individuals, but it does 
not leave the world when 
they pass away,” you 
think. Linnaeus, Thun-
berg, other people before 
and after them, they have 
all contributed. You note 
that research and the 

search for knowledge is a timeless journey of exploration 
without end. Interest in what Linnaeus and Thunberg 
contributed is great even today.

This thought makes you think of the future and you 
reflect on the new discoveries and facts that will be topi-
cal in, say 300 years after your own time. “I must get 
back to this line of thought later,” you exclaim. It can be 
the starting point for a rewarding and enjoyable discus-
sion. Why not the next time you meet Linnaeus?

Carl Peter Thunberg collected and pressed hundreds of 

“My disciple Sparrman has recently left for the Cape of Good Hope and yet another 
disciple, Thunberg, is to accompany a Dutch embassy to Japan; both of them are 
competent botanists. The younger Gmelin is still in Persia and my friend Falck is 

in Tartary. Mutis is making great botanical discoveries in Mexico. Koenig has found 
many new things in Tranquebar. Professor Friis Rottböll in Copenhagen is about to 
publish the plants that Rolander found in Surinam. Forskål’s Arabian discoveries 

will soon be sent to the printer’s in Copenhagen”
From a letter to John Ellis, 20 December 1771
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plants during his stay in Japan. 
They are now kept at the Mu-
seum of Evolution at Uppsala 
University. One of these plants 
is Cypripedium japonica, a 
Japanese orchid that is closely 
related to the Swedish Lady’s 
Slipper. See the introductory 
illustration to this chapter.

Regardless of where Linnaeus’s 
disciples were in the world, they 

could arrange the plants they came 
across in Linnaeus’s sexual system.

This hymenopteron was collected 
by Thunberg in Japan and is now 

at the Museum of 
Evolution at Upp-
sala University.

There were 
a total of 
s e v e r a l 
hundred 
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The Apostles

students who studied under Linnaeus at Uppsala. Some 
of them went on collecting expeditions and study trips 
abroad but only about 20 were commissioned by Lin-
naeus to travel with more or less detailed instructions. 
At the end of this book, on the inside cover, is a presen-
tation of 17 of Linnaeus’s travelling students, those he 
called his apostles.

They travelled in Europe, Asia, Africa, Australia, 
North and South America and were even close to the 
Antarctic. These travelling students acted as ambassa-
dors for Linnaeus and his sexual system; they also sent 
back pressed plants and seeds to an eagerly awaiting 
Linnaeus in Uppsala. They published scientific reports 
and described their adventures in diaries that aroused 
interest outside the scientific community as well.

Many of our house plants grow wild in tropical coun-

“Let me know how the rest of your journey 
goes. I hope to live until you come home and 
I look forward to that enjoyable time and 
company, to seeing your laurels and being 
your Triumphao Florae. I hear that you will 
be travelling to East India next spring. May 
the Almighty grant you a successful journey. 
Think of me as often as I think of you, when 
one or another of your herbs speaks to me in 
your stead.”

From a letter in 1773 from Linnaeus to Thunberg

tries, while our garden plants generally come from 
areas where there is a climate similar to our own. 
These plants have been brought to Europe by expe-
ditions that gathered collections and in some cases 
have then been improved. Find out where some 
common house and garden plants come from.
Most of Linnaeus’s disciples have had a plant called after 

them. One of our most com-
mon house plants, Thunber-
gia, also called Black-eyed 
Susan, was named after 
Carl Peter Thunberg.
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Travelling was a scientific method for Linnae-
us. He sent his apostles out into the world to 
spread the message of his sexual system for 
plants, and to bring back to Sweden plants and 

animals. Some of his students travelled onboard ships 
of the Swedish East India Company. Today, Swedish 
biologists are travelling on board the sailing ship the 
Götheborg to collect marine organisms in the spirit of 
Linnaeus. They will also cooperate with local universi-
ties along the route.

Linnaeus’ great scientific project
Linnaeus began work on the guidelines to his sexual sys-
tem when he was only just over 20 years old. In it, he 
used reproduction as the basis for the division of plants 
into classes, order, families and species. Later, he added 
to this system a method for naming: a generic name and 
a species epithet. Linnaeus’s great idea for arranging and 
classifying Nature’s diversity has made him one of the 
most important and most famous figures in biology.

His great scientific project stretched over half the 18th 
century. To help him he had students and supporters 
whom he sent out into the world. He called these people 
his apostles.

Voyages to China with the East India Company
Some of his students travelled onboard East India Com-
pany ships to China as ship’s surgeons or chaplains. 
Their task was not only to collect plants and animals to 

be described and named. They were also instructed to 
bring back a tea bush, because Linnaeus hoped that it 
would be possible to grow tea in Sweden. The scientific 
results of the apostles’ voyages with the East India Com-
pany varied in quality. The best known of the travellers 
to China is Per Osbeck, who sailed on board the Prins 
Karl. But the tea bush that Linnaeus had set his heart 
on was left behind in its pot on the quayside in China 
when the ship sailed!

Voyages to South America and South Africa
Linnaeus’s disciples collected plants and animals from 
other places as well as China. For example, Pehr Löfling 
travelled with José de Itturiaga’s Spanish expedition from 
Cadiz to South America. One of the aims was to bring 
back herbs that could be used to make medicine. For Lö-
fling the journey ended after two years in South America 
with his death from malaria in Venezuela in 1756.

The most widely travelled of the disciples was Anders 
Sparrman. When he was only 17, he went to China and 
on his return took his doctor’s degree under Linnaeus’s 
supervision with a thesis based on his observations on 
the journey. But Sparrman is better known for his survey 
of the Cape flora. He arrived in South Africa onboard 
The East India Company ship the Stockholm in 1772. 
There he met James Cook, with whom he travelled later 
to the Antarctic Ocean and tropical islands in the Pa-
cific. Several other expeditions to Africa followed before 
he settled down in Stockholm.

In the Wake of Linnaeus

The Swedish East India Company was stationed in 
Göteborg. It received its letters of privilege in 1731 
and completed 132 voyages with 40 vessels over a 
period of 82 years. From Sweden iron was carried to 
Cadiz in Spain, where it was sold. The voyage con-
tinued to Canton in China to buy tea, porcelain, silk, 
mother-of-pearl and lacquer work. These goods were 
then sold in Göteborg at a good profit.

One of the East India Company’s ships, the 
Götheborg, sank outside its home port, Göteborg, on 
12 September 1745 after its third voyage to China. 

The ship had a full cargo of tea, porcelain, silk, spices 
and other goods. An extensive marine archaeological 
investigation was carried out in 1986-93, and many 
finds from the ship and its cargo were recovered.

The present-day East India clipper the Götheborg 
is outwardly a replica of the ship that sank. The project 
to build this ship started in 1993. In 2005 it was 
ready to sail from Göteborg on course for Canton and 
Shanghai, via Spain, Brazil, South Africa, Australia and 
Indonesia. The return journey is via the Suez Canal.
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The Götheborg’s voyage in 2005-07
Onboard the Götheborg during its voyage in 2005-07 
are biologists who, in the spirit of Linnaeus, collect 
marine animals at sea and in the ports the ship visits. 
The aim is not to spread information about Linnaeus’s 
system. Even though his naming system has survived, 
the basis for the scientific classification of animals and 
plants has changed. Nowadays, biologists group organ-
isms according to their relatedness and try to create a 
system whereby the names of the genus, family and 
other groups reflect their phylogeny (sequence of events 
involved in the evolution of a species). This type of clas-
sification is based on Darwin’s thoughts on evolution 
and how species arise.

New knowledge of biological diversity
Modern molecular biology has given biologists an in-
strument that makes it easier for them to understand 
how species are related and hence have better methods 
for classification. Under the project name “In the Wake 
of Linnaeus” new knowledge about marine animals will 
be collected; the animals collected (mainly crustaceans, 
bristle worms and the like, but also other invertebrates) 
are preserved in such a way that the DNA sequences can 
be determined. These sequences then provide a basis for 
analysing relatedness and species distribution, studies 
that will increase our knowledge of global biological 
diversity. Even though biological diversity is better un-
derstood today than in Linnaeus’s time, many (perhaps 

the majority of ) marine animals have not yet been de-
scribed and named. In this connection the project also 
hopes to be able to help identify further species.

The project also aims to create collaboration in teach-
ing and research between Göteborg University and other 
universities along the route. One objective of this collabo-
ration is to emphasise the importance both of knowledge 
of biological diversity and of preserving this diversity.

A golden mackerel caught 
off the coast of Vietnam. 
Samples are taken from 
the liver of the fish that 
are caught for later genetic 
study. It was also certainly 
a welcome contribution to 
the ship’s food supply.

The project “in the wake of linnaeus”  
has three parts: 
Zoology: Collecting and identifying marine 
invertebrates in the open seas along the route and 
on beaches and in shallow water where the ship 
anchors.

Collaboration with the world/school contacts: 
Virtual University Education provides activities for 
teachers and school classes when the ship is in port 
where animals and plants are studied.

Oceanography: Studies are made of the distribution 
of plant plankton along the route and the connection 
of plankton production with oceanographic condi-
tions on the surface. Measurements are taken of tem-
perature, salinity, dissolved oxygen and the amount of 
chlorophyll during the voyage. Determination of the 
species of plant plankton and analysis of nutrients are 
carried out in the laboratory in Sweden.
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Life in the deep blue sea?

Deep, deep down in the sea there are animals 
of various kinds that we seldom have an 
opportunity to see, from whales, the larg-
est creatures on earth, to the very smallest 

that can only be seen in a microscope. The VIRTUE 
(Virtual University Education) project uses a very clever 
method that involves studying how the very smallest 
animals live without harming them.

The VIRTUE project was given the op-
portunity to take part in the Götheborg’s two-
year voyage to China and back. The project 

was then adapted to the conditions that 
prevailed during the journey, but it is 
just as easy to use the VIRTUE method 

elsewhere. Students in many schools in 
Sweden and other countries as well 

have used this method to investi-
gate water organisms in their own 
environment, in both fresh and 

salt water.
VIRTUE started in 1997 

as an international collaborative project between 
Göteborg University, Bergen University and the 
Maryland University System. The aim of the project 
was to investigate the possibility of creating a vir-
tual university at which students and researchers 

could work together and attend courses regardless of the 
university they belonged to. On the basis of this research 
project an outward-directed unit was created for schools. 
The starting point for this unit was the following:

inexpensive participation and simple equipment
interesting for all age groups and gender-neutral
applicable to both fresh and salt water
use of IT
promote international contacts
run by schools with university support

The aim was primarily to get young people interested in the 
natural sciences and advanced studies. The research project 
has ended now, but the school project is still continuing.

The VIRTUE project uses the cheapest possible equip-
ment so that a lack of funds does not prevent schools in 
any country from participating. CD plates without metal 
coating are sent to schools cost-free and are mounted on 
a PVC pipe. The whole set-up is placed in the sea, a lake 
or a river. After a number of weeks, the plates are taken 
up and studied under a magnifying glass. Many ques-
tions arise: What organisms are found? At what depth do 
they live? Do they prefer the upper or lower side of the 
disc? How do different environments differ?

The students also measure parameters like salinity, 
temperature, acidity, water currents and the like – accord-

•
•
•
•
•
•

Linnaeus never went on a long journey by sea, but 
during his journey to Västergötland he visited Marstrand 
on the west coast. He was fascinated by the sea environ-
ment, which was quite new to him, with its jellyfish and 
starfish. The illustrations are taken from the Swedish 
Flora and Fauna Encyclopedia, which is a part of the 
Swedish Taxonomy Initiative. Here, the spirit of Lin-
naeus is carried on with investigations of Swedish flora 
and fauna. The pictures are of a shore crab, Carcinus 
maenas, a football jersey worm, Tubulanus annulatus 
and a starfish Pseudarchaster parelii.

“The gifts of Nature in the North Sea are so many, so rare, so 
unknown, at least for us in Sweden who live so far away 
from this sea, that we are struck dumb with wonder. The 
rocks in the sea were covered with molluscs, the seabed with 
sea plants of Confervis, Fucis, Ulvis, Algis; among which 
crept jellyfish or Medusae, starfish or Asteriae, crayfish or 
Cancri as well s many other sea creatures; moreover, there 
was a multitude of fish that were caught off these shores. We 
explored the seabed as if it were a new Sweden.”
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ing to the school’s resources and the students’ interests. All 
data can be reported to a database at Bergen University.

When the VIRTUE project took part in the Göthe-
borg’s voyage, the CD plates were replaced by 16 strong 
plates of acrylic plastic mounted on a steel holder at the 
front of the bows. The plates were arranged in groups of 
four. After each stage of the voyage, one of these groups 
was taken up and the organisms on the plates were pho-
tographed and identified as accurately as possible. At 
each port the cleaned plates were reinstalled.

By taking part in the Götheborg’s voyage, the VIR-
TUE project helped to spread knowledge of and inter-
est in biological diversity in sea environments to chil-
dren and young people along the route. When the ship 
was in port, the organisms that had stuck to the plates 
during the previous stage were put on show. Visiting 
students and the public were informed about the vari-
ous organisms and why there are such great differences 
between the organisms on the plates on different parts 
of the voyage. Schools were also visited and informed 
about the project and they were shown with the help of 
a microscope the animal and plant life on the plates. 

Four plates were mounted on the ship when it left Göte-
borg in October 2005 and they were taken up one year later 
in Shanghai. Animals and plants from the Atlantic and the 
Indian Ocean, from the coasts of Europe, South America, 
Africa, Australia and Asia had grown on the plates. This is 
what the ship’s hull would have looked like if it had not, 
like all ships, been painted with anti-fouling paint, which 
prevents animals and plants from adhering to it. 

The pictures show animals and plants that have adhered to 
the plastic plates mounted on the ship’s bows. The top two 
pictures are of crayfish, the upper one from the voyage bet-
ween South Africa and Australia and the lower one from 
the voyage to Cadiz. The next picture is of acorn barnacles 
and the bottom one a goose barnacle from the voyage bet-
ween South Africa and Australia.

At the very front of the ship’s 
bows are the “stowaways”, 
continuously exposed to 
seawater. The ship’s hull is 
normally treated with poi-
sonous anti-fouling paint to 
prevent organisms from gro-
wing there, but the plastic 
plates mounted on the bows 
are untreated and orga-
nisms that adhere to them 
provide insight into sea life.



�0      linnaean lessons •  www.bioresurs.uu.se © 2007 Swedish Centre for School Biology and Biotechnology, Uppsala University, Sweden. Noncommercial, educational use only, refer to source. 

“He who wants to gain 
something great must also 
venture high…..This journey 
is not so dangerous as people 
in Sweden think.”
From Linnaeus’s correspondence with Carl Peter Thunberg.
The picture is of the East India ship the Götheborg.



could stand the Swedish climate, like the red mul-
berry tree, for cultivating silkworms. He returned to 
Sweden with an extensive collection of pressed plants 
and seeds, and published a travel diary. He became a 
professor at Åbo, Finland on his return.

10. Pehr Löfling, 1729-1756
Löfling first travelled to Spain and collect-
ed much plant material that was sent back 
to Linnaeus. In 1754 he accompanied a 
scientific expedition to present-day Ven-
ezuela, where he studied mainly medicinal 

plants and fish. He died of malaria in Venezuela.

11. Daniel Rolander, 1725-1793
Rolander travelled to Surinam. His journey to South 
America was broken off prematurely. Notes from his 
journey were published after his death.

12. Göran Rothman, 1739-1778
Rothman’s father, Johan Rothman, was a teacher of 
logic and physics at a grammar school in Växjö who 
took care of Linnaeus like a son when he was at school 
in Växjö. Göran Rothman went on a journey to Tu-
nisia and Libya. On his return he worked as a doctor 
in Stockholm.

13. Daniel Carl Solander, 1733-1782
Solander came from a priest’s family 
in Norrland. He stayed at Linnaeus’s 
house, who wanted him to become his 
son-in-law and successor in botany. 
In 1760 he travelled to England and 
never returned to Sweden. In 1768 he 
sailed with Captain Cook onboard the Endeavour to 
Australia and other places. He is known for his work 
on surveying plants in Australia. He collected some 
30,000 plants, representing 3,607 species, of which 
110 plant families and 1,400 species were unknown 
to science. On his return he worked as Assistant Li-
brarian at the British Museum.

14. Anders Sparrman, 1748-1820
When he was only 17, before Sparrman 
began to study with Linnaeus, he trav-
elled to China as a ship’s surgeon on an 
East India Company ship. He returned 
two years later with a rich collection of 

Linnaeus’s Apostles

animals. He was appointed Professor of Botany and Medi-
cine at Uppsala University.

3. Anders Berlin, 1746-1773
Berlin travelled to Guinea in Africa. He died of a stomach 
illness after only a few months. His contribution to the 
description of the plant world in this part of the world was 
therefore very small.

4. Johan Peter Falck, 1733-1774
Falck was a student at Uppsala and Linnaeus’s son’s tutor. In 
1765 he was appointed Professor of Medicine and Botany at 
St. Petersburg. In 1768 he was put in charge of one of the expe-
ditions that were financed by the Russian Empress Catherine 
II and the Russian Academy of Sciences to explore southern 
Russia and Siberia. This journey lasted five years. Falk swung 
between periods of depression and very productive periods. 
Extensive descriptions of his travels and of flora and fauna, 
minerals and rocks were published after his death. He com-
mitted suicide during the journey to southern Russia.

5. Peter Forsskål, 1732-1763
A man of many talents, Forsskål became a stu-
dent at Uppsala University at the early age of 
ten. He studied theology, philosophy and natu-
ral science and was deeply involved in the free-
dom of the press. He took part in a Danish ex-

pedition in 1761 that took him to Happy Arabia (Yemen) 
via Egypt. This expedition was very troublesome, but the 
scientific material that Forsskål provided was extensive; 
both a flora and a fauna of Yemen were published after his 
death. He died of malaria during the journey.

6. Fredrik Hasselqvist, 1722-1752
Hasselqvist travelled to the Near East and died in Turkey in 
1752 of tuberculosis. His very extensive and botanically in-
teresting collections had to be paid for and sent to Sweden 
after his death. Linnaeus himself published his travel diaries.

7. Anton Rolandsson Martin, 1729-1785
Martin travelled onboard a Swedish whaling ship on a short 
voyage to Spitsbergen. He kept a detailed diary and may be 
counted as Sweden’s first polar explorer. On his return, he 
worked as a tutor and natural historian in Finland.

8. Pehr Osbeck, 1723-1805
The best-known of the travellers to China is Os-
beck. He studied natural science and theology at 
Uppsala and then travelled to China as a ship’s 
chaplain from 1750 to 1752. After his return he 
was a priest at Hasslöv in Halland.

9. Pehr Kalm, 1715-1779
Kalm was born in Finland and went on his 
first scientific journeys to Sweden, Finland 
and Russia in the 1740s. He then travelled to 
eastern North America to look for plants that 

plants. In 1771 he sailed to Cape Province in South 
Africa to work as a tutor and to collect plants. He 
accompanied Captain Cook on the Resolution 
on a two-year voyage in the Pacific and Antarctic. 
Sparrman took a strong stand against slavery and 
gave evidence at trials in London about his obser-
vations of slave-trading in Senegal. On his return 
to Sweden he was appointed Professor of Pharmacy 
and Natural History in Stockholm. 

15. Olof Torén, 1718-1753
Torén was a priest with a great interest in Natu-
ral history. He travelled to China and India and 
brought back a large number of plants, but the tea 
bushes he brought from China died on the jour-
ney home. Torén died as the result of a disease he 
caught on a journey to the East Indies.

16. Carl Peter Thunberg, 1743-1828
Thunberg took his doctor’s degree in 
medicine in 1770 and then travelled 
to Paris. In 1772 he sailed as ship’s 
doctor on a vessel from the Dutch 
East India Company to the Cape in 
South Africa, where he stayed for al-

most three years. He went on two long expeditions 
in South Africa, collecting a large number of plants 
that he sent back to Linnaeus. In 1775 he sailed to 
Java and then on to Japan (See the introductory 
text in the chapter on The Apostles). Thunberg 
took over Linnaeus’s professorship of botany after 
Carl von Linné the Younger had died. Thunberg’s 
Flora Japonica was published in 1784.

17. Christoffer Tärnström, 1711-1746
Tärnström was the first of the travelling apostles. In 
1746 he travelled as a ship’s chaplain with the East 
India Company to China, commissioned to fetch 
goldfish for Queen Lovisa Ulrika and a tea bush 
for Linnaeus. He died on the outward voyage of a 
tropical disease when the ship reached Vietnam.

1. Carl Fredrik Adler, 1720-1761
Adler travelled several times onboard the East India Com-
pany’s ships. The scientific results of his voyages were not 
very extensive as his work as a ship’s surgeon was very de-
manding. He died of a fever off the coast of Java.

2. Adam Afzelius, 1750-1837
Afzelius lived at times in England and went on 
several expeditions to Africa (Sierra Leone). He 
brought back large collections of plants and 

Of the hundreds of students who studied at 
Linnaeus’s feet, only a few went on study 
journeys abroad. The 20 or so who Linnaeus 
commissioned to travel he called his apos-

tles; 17 of them are presented below. They acted as am-
bassadors for Linnaeus and his sexual system and also sent 
back to Sweden pressed plants and seeds to the eagerly 
awaiting Linnaeus in Uppsala. They published scientific 
reports and described their adventures in travel diaries 
that aroused interest not only within scientific circles.
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